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THE BELL HOTEL. 

 

 
The Bell Hotel in 1905. 

The Bell had several names before it’s present use as apartments, The Bell Commercial Hotel, The 

Cromwell Inn and The Vintage Hotel being the most recent. In 1905 Mr. W J Rolph was ‘catering for 

families.’ 

There must have been two ‘Bells’. The earliest building that we know about belonged to a Mr. 

Harding and was sometimes referred to as ‘Mr Harding’s Cottage’ and it was first known as ‘The Bell’ 

in the mid 1760’s. The first meeting of the Lakenheath and Bandon Fen Commissioners was held 

there about 1768 and it’s thought that the medieval Courts Baron and Leet continued to meet at the 

Bell well into the 18th century when boundaries could be confirmed and disputes settled. (Or not)! 

The present building is early 19th century and is of special architectural interest. Before the 

development of mews type houses at the rear there were stables and a coach house. Significant 

archaeological finds have been discovered nearby. *In 1851 there were 1,864 inhabitants in the 

village. 

*heritage.suffolk.gov.uk 

In 1791, a boy, Thomas Harper, was arrested at The Bell accused of the murder of farmer Thomas 

Briggs. This crime remained a topic of local interest for a very considerable time. 

 

                                             Click here to read the story of the Undley murder. 

On at least one occasion (30th June 1863) The Bell was the venue of an inquest; that into the death of 

an eight-year-old boy who died as a result of an accident at the Lakenheath Fair. The verdict was 

‘Accidental Death’. No doubt other inquests took place here. 

 

http://lakenheath.onesuffolk.net/assets/Time-Line-3/1791-92.-The-Murder-of-Thomas-Briggs-of-Undley.pdf
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Business Matters. 

The Bell was the location of much of the commercial life of the village. Regular auctions and sales of 

property were held here. General agricultural and property sales began about 1782 in the first Bell 

and continued in the new Bell until the late 19th century at least. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Newspaper research by Michael Tuffs 
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In 1844 some farmers and corn buyers were meeting regularly at The Bell. As well as national politics 

and the state of the country generally, matters affecting farming and its profitability would certainly 

have been high on their agenda. Amongst these would have been an opportunity to discuss wages of 

local labourers. They had a lot to talk about quite apart from local gossip and the weather. At various 

times they might have been talking and arguing about the state of the country and how it affected 

their livelyhoods:- 

1815/16.   

In most parts of the country itinerant soldiers returning from the Napoleonic Wars were competing 

for work with local labourers, often driving down wages. There had been a very poor harvest in 

Suffolk so fewer labourers were needed and farmers’ profits were reduced.  The price of bread 

increased threatening near starvation for many families. Cereals were imported and this further 

reduced farmers’ profits.   

The Corn Laws. To protect farmers profits the government set a Corn Duty (Tax) on cereal imports, 

(mainly coming from America), with the intention of keeping the price of cereals high. This further 

increased bread prices and hunger seriously threatened a large section of the population, not just 

farm labourers. Widespread protests led to the Corn Riots with local riots in Littleport, Brandon, 

Feltwell and Hockwold. There was great opposition to these laws and they were eventually repealed 

in 1846. Growing cereals made economic sense for farmers.   

In Lakenheath two results from the legislation were greater prosperity for tenant farmers and 

landowners who were now the major employers in the village, and harsher times for farm labourers 

and others in the village who fell on hard times.  

1830-1850. 

‘The Captain Swing’ riots. Mechanisation threatens labourers’ livelihoods. 

Another poor harvest followed by a harsh winter caused a lowering of labourers’ wages. So far as 

farm labourers were concerned this situation had been made far worse by the speedy adoption of 

threshing machines which reduced the number of labourers needed after the harvest.  Protests 

rapidly became violent with ‘machine breaking’ and the burning of barns and ricks in East Anglia. 

These disturbances became known as the ‘Captain Swing Riots’ after threatening letters to 

landowners signed by ‘Captain Swing’. *Between 1843 and 1845 250 fires were set in Norfolk and 

Suffolk. Emigration began to be an option both within the UK and abroad.  

*The East Anglian Agrarian Riots of 1822.  Paul Musket. bahs.org.uk 

 

1850’s - 1870’s.  Conditions of work. 

¹Conditions remained more or less as in previous decades for those who continued to work on the 

land although specialist workers such as horsemen or cowmen and skilled gamekeepers were sought 

after by the gentry and could find more regular employment. Demands for improvement in 

agricultural labourers’ wages grew and workers’ unions began to be formed. 

The Crimean War (1853- 1856) led to sharp price increases in produce but farm workers’ pay did not 

keep pace with the farmers increased profits. Cereals were now less profitable and the earlier switch 

to cereal growing during the Corn Laws period reverted to cattle farming.   
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Development of large infrastructure projects such as the Cambridge to Brandon railway and canals 

and dock building offered alternative employment and it was not uncommon for agricultural 

workers to leave the countryside.   By the 1870’s wages and rents were an almost constant issue. 

Although there were increases in wages rents also increased. In 1874 workers in Exning and 

Newmarket demanded a wage of 13/- per week which was rejected and many labourers were 

‘locked out’ by farmers. 

 ¹Life as a Farm Worker in Nineteenth Century Suffolk.  Andy Kerridge 2022 

1853.  It wasn’t all business! 

In 1853 one of the most celebrated bare-knuckle fights in boxing history took place in Lakenheath 

between two famous fighters, Nat Langham from Hinkley in Leicestershire and Tom Sayers from 

Camden Town, London.  The prospects for the fight and the result must have been thoroughly 

discussed at the Bell especially since betting on the outcome is likely to have been popular. No doubt 

the racing at Newmarket was also followed keenly.  

Landlords of The Bell. 1778-1937. 

1778. John Harding ‘at The Bell’.  Possibly the son of Robert Harding of Mr Harding’s Cottage, later 

the first Bell Inn.                                                               

1832. Mr. Fincham, ‘of The Bell’. 

1844. William Fincham. 

1855. William Fincham 

1861. William Fincham.  Licenced as a lodging house. 

1865.       ditto.   Licenced as a Commercial Hotel.    Fincham is also a farmer. 

1869.       ditto 

1871. Mr Fincham marries 

1874. Mr. Fincham 

1881. Rebecca Neave. Granddaughter of Fincham. She may have emigrated to America. 

1886. William Fincham. 

1888. Rebecca Fincham 

1891-1912. Walter John Rolph (Victualler & threshing machine proprietor, farmer). 

1916-1937. Henry George Allsop. (Commercial Hotel & Posting House). 

From ‘Suffolk Pubs’. Campaign for Real Ale. Suffolk. Camra.org. 

For over 150 years from 1832 to the beginning of WWII three families appear to have been landlords 

of The Bell and this was often in addition to other income from a range of agricultural activities. The 

exact date of the present building is not yet known but it probably dates from the tenure of William 

Fincham. There may of course have been two William Finchams. 
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More adverts which show how important The Bell was in the life of the village. 

 

 


